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Description of Focus Area

The Fall Creek Focus Area stretches from the City of
Ithaca through the Villages of Freeville and Dryden,
and to south end of Dryden Lake at the Tompkins
County line. It encompasses a wide range of land-
scapes, from the Cornell Plantations to the forested
lands around Fall Creek to the recreational facilities at
Dryden Lake. Thefocal point of this areais the Fall
Creek and Virgil Creek stream corridors, which
connect and define the area.

Major Benefits

Water quality, outdoor recreation, education and
research, and critical habitat and biodiversity are all
important benefits of this Focus Area, and are largely
centered around the creek corridor. A surficial aquifer
along Virgil Creek (atributary to Fall Creek) isthe
drinking water source for the Village of Dryden, and
Fall Creek is the drinking water source for much of
Corndll University and the surrounding areas. Numer-
ous small community water systems are |located
throughout.

The Focus Area also supports a wide array of recre-
ational opportunities. Thewesternmost portion of Fall
Creek is a State-designated recreational river corridor,
and the waterways and public trails along both Fall
Creek and Dryden Lake provide important recre-
ational opportunitiesfor thepublic. Corndl University,
including thewdl loved and much used Arboretum and
Sapsucker Woods, dominates the western portion of
the Focus Area and provides important education and
research benefits, as well as recreational opportuni-
ties.

Additionally, the creek corridor, farmland, forests, and
wetlands found in this area provide critical habitat for
avariety of plants and animals. Other important
benefitsinclude fishing opportunities along Fall Creek
and at Dryden Lake, scenic views in the western
portion of the Focus Area and south of Dryden Lake,
and flood mitigation by the wetlands and floodplains
throughout.

Drinking Water Quality

Protecting water quality in this Focus Area is critical
for public health. The municipal water supply for the
Village of Dryden originates from groundwater located
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beneath the Virgil Creek valley. A rechargeareafor
this groundwater supply is located in the same valley,
just north of Dryden Lake. In addition, Fall Creek is
the drinking water source for Cornell University and
surrounding areas, and there are numerous community
drinking water wells located throughout this Focus
Area.

Water quality issues vary across the Focus Area.  Of
particular concern are: runoff from residential and
agricultural uses near Dryden Lake; high pathogen
counts detected periodically throughout Fall and Virgil
Creeks; excessive erosion originating from Virgil
Creek and in and along the tributaries of Fall Creek
near Mount Pleasant and Turkey Hill Roads; and the
contribution of sediment from roadside ditching
practices in the Etna area (where roadside ditches
serve as the primary drainage system). Deveopment
inthefloodplain is another significant concern in this
Focus Area.

Roadside ditches in the Etna area are a major
contributor to sediment in Fall Creek.

Outdoor Recreation

The Fall Creek and Virgil Creek corridors, and Dryden
Lake, providefocal points for recreation opportunities
inthis area. The western-most section of Fall Creek
is a State-designated recreational river corridor, and
both Fall Creek and Dryden Lake provide important
boating and fishing opportunities for the public.

Numerous trails wind through the Corndl University
Natural Area located near campus, and the Dryden
Lake trail connects the Village of Dryden with Dryden
Lake and the Finger Lakes Trail. Old railroad beds
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along the creek corridor provide possible routes for
futuretrailsthat could connect these existing trails,
and the abandoned Monkey Run Road could connect
Sapsucker Woods to this trail corridor as well.

Dryden Lake, as well as many of the trails in the
eastern half of the Focus Areg, provides excdlent bird
watching opportunities. Finally, “Flat Rock” near the
Corndl University Arboretum is a popular location for
swimming in the summer months.

Numerous trails, such as those that wind through
Sapsucker Woods, provide recreational and bird
watching opportunities.

Education and Research

The western portion of the Focus Area includes
several large Cornell University Natural Areas, which
provide habitat for unique plant species and education
and research opportunities. Sapsucker Woods, associ-
ated with the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, an
internationally recognized bird sanctuary and research
center, is located here. In many cases, these lands are
managed for specific purposes to support educational
or research objectives and, consequently, are particu-
larly vulnerableto factors that might compromise their
ecological integrity.

Critical Habitat and Biodiversity

Although the Focus Area includes portions of the City
and two villages, the creek corridor and the relatively
undeveloped land between population centers provides
critical habitat for a broad range of species. Three key
areas are notable for accommodating a diversity of
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specieswithin close proximity to existing protected
open space.  Sapsucker Woods Bird Sanctuary is wdl
know for its diverse bird populations, including key
wetland bird species. The Etna area is characterized
by diverse habitat types centered around wetlands,
agricultural grassland, and the stream corridor. The
Etna Nature Preserve is located in this area, as wdl
as the Etna Swamp Unique Natural Area, and the
nearby Caswell Grassland Important Bird Area.

Just south of Dryden Lakeis prime agricultural
grassland habitat. Thisis one of only a handful of
sites in the County where Northern Harrier, a bird of
grestest conservation need, is found. Dryden Lake
and the Virgil Creek Dam (currently maintained for
grassland birds) to the north, and State-owned agricul-
tural research land managed by Cornell University to
the south, could form the basis for a larger conserva-
tionarea. Thislandisalso located inan Agricultural
Resource Focus Area.

The grasslands surround Dryden Lake provide critical
grassland habitat and have been identified as a Natural
Heritage Site by New York State.

3


http://www.pdfcomplete.com/1002/2001/upgrade.htm

FaLL Creexk 4

Protection and Management Issues

Drinking Water Quality

N Pollutants in the waters (such as sediment, pesti-
cides and herbicides, fecal contamination and other
inputs) can negativey impact human health and
increasethe costs of treating drinking water.
Vegetated buffers along permanent and intermit-
tently flowing watercourses, wetlands, and associ-
ated floodplains help filter pollutants from water,
and arecritical for sustaining water quality. Al-
though specific buffer needs vary from siteto site
based on topography, vegetation, soils, and land
uses, in general a 100-foot vegetated buffer isthe
minimum needed to provide nutrient and pollutant
removal. A wider buffer width may be required for
bank stabilization or additional water filtration,
depending onlocal sitecharacterigtics.

N Excavation of grave from streams, and other in-
stream management activities, can cause erosion
and change the natural course of the stream.

N When areas are developed, precipitation and runoff
flowing across devel oped areas accumulate pol | ut-
ants, such as sediment and oil and gas products.

N Aswater runs off the landscape and into streams
below, it accumulates pollutants (such as sediment,
bacteria, pesticides, and herbicides) that can
negatively impact water quality. Steep dopesand
shallow soils in some portions of this FocusArea
reduce the ability of the landscape to absorb
rainwater, and therefore increase the potential for
runoff. Land management practices designed to
minimize the amount of pollutants entering runoff
areparticularly critical inthese areas.

N Water flowing through roadside ditches eventually
enters a stream and/or a lake. Proper manage-
ment of roads and roadside ditches is important in
limiting the amount of pollution and sediment that
enters streams and lakes and the spread of inva
sive species.

N Although many of the key water resources in the
Fall Creek Watershed are found within the Focus
Area, these resources are affected by activities that
occur throughout the watershed. Asaresult, water
resource management efforts must address issues
that extend beyond the boundaries of the Focus
Areas.

Outdoor Recreation

N Scenic views and tranquility are important compo-
nents of the outdoor experience, and are threat-
ened in some areas by human development and
incompatible land uses.

Scenic views, such as this one from the Monkey Run
Trail in Dryden, are an important part of the “outdoor
experience”.

N When trails are not properly maintained, they are
less inviting for peopleto use. Well-maintained
trailsthat are clearly marked not only providefor a
better recreational experience, but also encourage
peopleto stay on thetrail, thereby limiting the
impact of recreational use on sengitive areas and
adjacent private property. When designing new
trail routes consideration should be given to poten-
tial impacts on fragile plants and animalsin the
area.

N TheFinger Lakes Trail section in the southeastern
portion of the Focus Area is currently located on a
publicroad. Whilethisisafairly quiet road,
relocating thetrail onto the adjacent land would
enhance the hiking experience.

N Generating awareness of available recreational
opportunities can facilitate greater public enjoy-
ment and appreciation of public resources and
natural amenities. Education of the public about the
nature and purpose of particular trailsisalso
necessary to protect the amenities and designated
use of thetrail (be it afootpath, horsetrail, or
mechanized use trail) and to ensure that trail users
have the experience they anticipate.
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Education and Research

N School groups, as well as conservation volunteers
and members of the public, frequently use publicly
owned natural areas as outdoor classrooms. Addi-
tional accessto lands that represent a broad range
of natural environments would enhance learning
opportunities and facilitate greater use of nature as
an educational resource.

N Public use of education and research lands is
usually restricted in some way, in some cases
because unauthorized visitorsto these properties
may inadvertently trample sensitive species used for
research purposes or interfere with specialized
management practicesin use. Where restricted,
these lands should not be visited without permission
from the owner or manager of the property.

N Some education and research lands are generally
open to the public for personal enjoyment and
relaxation. For theseareas, staying onthetrail is
important, especially where off-trail use may cause
damageto the site or trampling of sensitive species.
Certain sStes are very sensitive, and may not be
appropriatefor largegroups or children.

N Thespread of invasive species, herbicides, pesti-
cides and fertilizers from adjacent lands can com-
promisetheintegrity of the ecological, plant and
animal communities being studied.

N Overgrazing by whitetail deer negatively impactsthe
quality and regeneration of ecological, plant and
animal communities being studied. Deer damage
has been extensiveto Corndl University Natural
Areas, and poses a magjor threat to the viability of
their unique plant populations.

Critical Habitat and Biodiversity

N Although specific habitat size requirementsvary by
habitat type and from species to species, contiguous
open space of at least 135 acresis generally needed
to support diversity and abundancein plant and
animal communities, and to enhance species
survival by providing habitat for larger populations
of animals and allowing for species movement and
migration.

N Wildlife corridors promote genetic diversity among
species and help counter the negative effects of
habitat fragmentation by connecting otherwise
isolated patches of suitable habitat. Sapsucker

Woods is becoming increasingly isolated by deve-
opment. Maintaining connections to nearby Fall
Creek iscritical for the ecological viability of this
key habitat area. Keeping the surrounding areas
“permeable’ to bird species movement is neces-
sary, as islimiting further fragmentation of the
landscape. There are al'so possible connections to
habitat in the nearby Airport Ponds and Wetlands
Focus Area.

Sapsucker Woods provides habitat for a wide variety of
birds. Maintaining connectivity to nearby Fall Creek is
critical for the ecological viability of this key habitat
area.

N Theintroduction of non-native species, pesticides,
herbicides, and fertilizer can inhibit growth of native
plantscritical to biodiversity.

N Thereis not enough protected or actively managed
grassland habitat in the County. Patches of at least
150 acresin size (or smaller patches located in
close proximity) are necessary to support viable
populations of grassland communities. The Sap-
sucker Woods, Etna, and Dryden Lake areas all
have large patches of suitable grassland habitat.
The Dryden Lake area habitat is particularly
noteworthy, given the presence of Northern Harrier
and its proximity to the State agricultural land.

N Several grasslands species are threatened in the
County, and require specific land management
practices to provide high-quality habitat.

N Wetlands and ponds are sometimes filled or de-
graded, which has a negative impact on the ability
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of those systems to support wetland and pond
species. The large wetlands found in the Sap-
sucker Woods and Etna areas provide critical
habitat. Current filling and grading activities in the
Etna area are of particular concern. Given that
many wetland bird communities depend on wet-
lands within a two-mile buffer of their home
habitats, the smaller wetlands scattered along the
creek corridor in both the eastern and central
portion of the Focus Area are also a critical
component of wetland habitat benefits.

N Species that live in and around wetlands and ponds
reguire clean water to thrive. Poorly managed
wetlands, ponds, and upland areas have a negative
impact onwater quality and reduce the viability of
these habitat areas.

N Controlling thelocation of streams, and limiting the
natural flooding and channel meandering character-
istics of streams, can inhibit the growth of native
stream and riparian area vegetation, whichis
needed for wetland speciesto thrive. Natural
stream meandering and flooding appear to be
particularly important in the Etna Area, given the

Stream meandering in the Etna Area creates impor-
tant and diverse riparian habitat.

type of habitat found here.

N Thereis not enough protected or actively managed
early successional habitat inthe County. Most early
successiona habitat species arenot sensitiveto the
size of the habitat patch, so even small habitat
conservation efforts can be beneficial. Several
patches of early succesional habitat arefound in the
Etna area. These early successional habitat areas

reguire periodic disturbance to maintain the right
mix of vegetation.

Devdopment in the Etna Area poses a significant
challengefor habitat integrity and connectedness.
Thenearby stream corridor provides an important
connecting link between the Etna Nature Preserve
and the wetlands and grassland areas to the east of
Kirk Road. Maintaining connections to the nearby
Caswel| Grassland Important Bird Areaisaso
desirable.

N Vernal poolsfound in the western portion of the

FocusAreaprovidecritical habitat for species of
greatest conservation need, such as the Jefferson
Salamander. A vernal pool isadepressioninthe
ground that fillswith therising water table of fall
and winter, or with the mdtwater and runoff of
winter and spring snow and rain. This unique
habitat, and associated wetlands and upland forests,
are particularly sensitive to alterations or destruc-
tion resulting from development or timber harvest-
ing. Vernal pool speciesarevulnerableto road
mortality during migration to and from breeding
sites.

Some pond species, such as snapping turtles, are
vulnerableto high road mortality on roads during
the nesting season.
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Priority Actions for Fall Creek

The Natural Features Focus Area Project has identified 35 priority action items to be initiated over the next five
years. The action items have been established to bolster and coordinate the region’s many existing conservation
efforts. They are not intended to replace or replicate those efforts. The action items reflect the broad range of
unique uses in the identified Focus Areas. Beow isalist of actions that are particularly relevant to the Fall Creek
FocusArea. For a complete list of actions and designation of principal agencies that will lead implementation efforts
please see the Implementation of Priority Actions section of the complete county-wide plan.

Water Quality

€ Encourage semi-pervious paving, bioretention, and
infiltration practices.

€ Provide education about and access to hydrologi-
cally sendtive area data through the Natural
Resources Inventory (NRI) on-line interactive
mapping tool.

€ Educate highway departments about theimpacts
of roadside ditching onwater quality and water
guantity, and provide highway departments with
information about appropriate best management
practicesto address thisissue.

€ Investigateand distributeinformation about
techniquesfor controlling excessive water-borne
bacteria originating from geese and other wildlife.

€ Initiate inspection and maintenance requirements
for individual on-site wastewater treatment
systems, as also recommended in the Tompkins
County Comprehensive Plan.

Outdoor Recreation

€ Provide emergency responders with better trail
maps to improve incident responsetime. Create
and distribute a guidebook for the county's recre-
ational amenitiesthat highlightstrails, swimming
areas, and bird watching opportunities.

Critical Habitat and Biodiversity

€ Work with municipalities to protect wetlands and
vernal pools smaller than 12.4 acres in size and not
regulated by the NY S Department of Environmen-
tal Conservation.

€ Map small wetlands and vernal pools using data
on hydrologically sensitive areas and provide
information to landowners and municipalities
about these locations.

Invasive Species and Native Plants

€ Inventory and identify high priority areas for the
control of invasive species.

€ Establish acoordinated approach for distributing
invasive speciesinformation to landowners
throughout identified high priority areas.

€ Develop and distributeallist of popular landscaping
plants and appropriate native species substitutions.

€ Conduct a comprehensive "natural lawns and
gardens' campaign to limit the use of peticides,
herbicides, and fertilizer, and increase the use of
native plantsin landscaping.

€ Develop apolicy for using native plants for all
county maintenance activities and on all county
properties, and work with local municipalitiesto
ingtituteasimilar palicy.

€ Provide awideselection of native plants as part of

annual plant sale, and diminateall invasive species
from the sale.

Rural Landowner Outreach and Education

€ Enhanceexisting rural landowner education efforts
with an emphasis on sustainableforestry practices,
impacts of ATV use, invasive species, wetlands
management, grassland habitat, and targeted
outreach to new rural landowners.

v
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€ |dentify and coordinate the dissemination of
information about grants availableto private
landowners for habitat management and enhance-
ment.

Technical Assistance for Municipalities

€ Provide technical assistance to municipalities
working on projects that implement the recom-
mendations of the plan.

€ Providetraining and information to municipalities
on thefull-range of conservation tools available,
the Plan and the Natural Resources Inventory,
flood plain management strategies, and vernal pool
and small wetland habitat conservation.

Coordination

€ Convenea group of partners (Tompkins County
Conservation Partners) involved inlocal conserva-
tion efforts twice a year. Meetings will facilitate
regular information sharing as wel as coordinated
educational efforts such as periodic fidd trips for
municipal officials to key sites in the Focus Aress.

Land Protection in Priority Areas

€ Protect priority protection areas through partner-
ships with area agencies and municipalities by
purchasing land and acquiring conservation
easements.

€ Educatelandowners about tax incentives available
for conservation efforts through various formats
including town/village newd etters with special
emphasis on landowners within the open space
system.

€ Develop or identify amodd conservation zoning

ordinancefor usein key portions of the Focus
Aress.

€ Engage key land protection stakehol ders to assess
thefinancial resourcesavailablefor land conserva-
tion and work to establish additional funding as
needed.


http://www.pdfcomplete.com/1002/2001/upgrade.htm

	Text1:                                             FALL CREEK         1


